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By DAVID CHAN
P
RIME Minister Lee
Hsien Loong focused on
several shifts in social
policies in the areas of
housing, health care
and education. A key to success in
these social policies is sustainabili-
ty.
Sustainability was evident in
PM Lee’s rally speech. Changes in
health policies are to be funded
through higher Medisave contribu-
tion rates, and rises in MediShield
premiums and taxes when eco-
nomic conditions are right.
Sustainability was also relevant
when he called on Singaporeans
to work with the Government and
the community to build a better
Singapore for ourselves and fu-
ture generations.
PM Lee described the plans as
acts of faith in Singapore,
stressing the need to ensure
Singaporeans stay united and
have an honest and trustworthy
leadership – all important pillars
of sustainability.
Beyond these fundamentals,
there is a need to implement so-
cial policies in such a way that
they are complemented and sup-
ported by all other public agen-
cies, and reinforced by policies
that may not appear to be “social”
in nature.
This means the key perform-
ance indicators of economic and
manpower agencies, and the evalu-
ation of their policy success, have
to be well integrated with the in-
tended outcomes of social poli-
cies.
For example, an economic agen-
cy should focus not only on get-
ting more investments, but also
pay special attention to whether
those billions translate into bet-
ter-paying jobs for citizens in the
lower- and middle-income
groups. Manpower policies that
raise employment rates must also
improve job and career prospects
of all Singaporeans.
At their core, the policy shifts
in housing, health care and educa-
tion mean that the state will be
more proactive in taking care of
vulnerable Singaporeans, and in-
vesting in every Singaporean to
equalise opportunities, especially
for those from less-advantaged
families.
There is thus a need for social
indicators that measure citizen
well-being and quality of life, so-
cial mobility and diversity in suc-
cess and excellence. These indica-
tors need to go beyond counting
the frequency of activities and
events, to include clear and meas-
urable key social outcomes and im-
pact indicators.
Social policies have to be sus-
tainable to achieve the intended
policy outcomes and avoid unin-
tended consequences. It is also im-
portant for policies to cohere and
work together to lead to positive
change, to prevent them from po-
larising or alienating people.
The writer is director of the Behavioural
Sciences Institute, Lee Kuan Yew Fellow
and professor of psychology at the
Singapore Management University.
By KANWALJIT SOIN
T
HREE cheers for the
Prime Minister’s Na-
tional Day Rally speech
on Sunday.
First, there was
good news in the area of outpa-
tient care. The Community
Health Assist Scheme is now no
longer limited to those over the
age of 40 but will cover younger
workers and their children. This
will help lower-income families.
There will also be more subsidies
for specialists’ outpatient care, es-
pecially for the less well-off.
Second – and the best news to
my mind – was the announce-
ment that the present MediShield
scheme would be revamped and re-
launched as MediShield Life. Cov-
er will not stop at age 90 but will
be for life and include bigger hos-
pital bills.
This new scheme will truly be-
come a universal health plan cov-
ering everyone, including those
who have fallen out or have been
excluded because of pre-existing
illness.
PM Lee Hsien Loong cautioned
that MediShield premiums would
go up. I hope this increase will
come with “front-loading” so
that younger people pay higher
premiums with the help of the pro-
posed higher Medisave contribu-
tions, so life becomes financially
easier for them in their old age.
Third, the recognition given to
what Mr Lee called the “pioneer
generation”. This group has con-
tributed much to the nation. How-
ever, some salient facts of this
generation need to be highlighted.
Most people over 70 are not
covered by the present Me-
diShield and have very little in
their Medisave accounts, especial-
ly older women who depend pri-
marily on their children for medi-
cal expenses.
Premiums for today’s Me-
diShield are so high that many
have dropped out. They will rise
even more with MediShield Life.
Even if the Government’s Pioneer
Generation Package helps pay for
the premiums of MediShield Life,
the question is: Who will pay the
balance? After all, MediShield Life
will still come with co-payments
and deductibles, which patients
must pay before insurance kicks
in.
I would like to make a plea that
if we really want to honour the
pioneer generation who have
missed out on the nation’s eco-
nomic success, then those aged
over 70 or 75 should be covered
automatically and completely by
MediShield Life using the govern-
ment budget. This will truly re-
move the burden of health-care
costs from this generation.
The pioneer generation will
pass on, and the scheme will not
continue indefinitely as future
generations, with better educa-
tion and good jobs, will be better
able to insulate themselves
against health risks in old age.
Dr Soin is a former Nominated MP and
immediate past president of Women’s
Initiative for Ageing Successfully (Wings).
By SOON SZE-MENG
T
HE goal of a “fair and
just society” was in
Prime Minister Lee
Hsien Loong’s Face-
book post and National
Day Message.
He repeated it during the Na-
tional Day Rally speech on Sun-
day: “The Government must inter-
vene more to keep ours a fair and
just society.”
This goal appears to be linked
back to the mission of the Peo-
ple’s Action Party (PAP), which is
to build a fair and just society
where the benefits of progress are
spread widely to all.
Some may be surprised to see
on the PAP website that its mis-
sion is not more economically fo-
cused, while others may be sur-
prised that it is so redistributive.
Understanding the PAP’s mis-
sion is helpful in setting in con-
text Mr Lee’s speech on Sunday.
The strategic shifts his Govern-
ment will make are not radical de-
partures from past practices.
The Government is not moving
towards a different goal, but is
pressing towards the same goal of
building a fair and just society – a
vision that has won over Singapo-
reans since 1959. In a way, with
this speech, the PAP is returning
to its roots.
But changing times – especial-
ly a more global labour market
and onset of an ageing society –
require strategic shifts to support
the concepts of a fair and just soci-
ety. The basic concepts for that so-
ciety: First, the rule of law applies
to everyone with due process.
Second, anyone should be re-
warded equally for similar work
and effort.
Third, equal opportunity to suc-
ceed should be provided to all,
with more support being provided
to those who start off with disad-
vantage.
The policies introduced during
the rally are aligned to those goals
and help ensure that the benefits
of progress are widely spread to
all.
For example, the health-care
benefits for the “Pioneer Genera-
tion” support the concept that
their past hard work and contribu-
tions which enabled our progress
should be justly rewarded.
Setting aside more spaces for
those without affiliation for prima-
ry school admission and providing
Edusave to all provides more
equal opportunities to succeed.
The writer is a regional director working
in a multinational corporation.
By PHUA KAI HONG
T
HE health-care policy
changes announced in
the Prime Minister’s
speech are indeed sig-
nificant.
The extension of MediShield in-
to MediShield Life is tantamount
to having a universal national
health insurance similar to that of
many social welfare systems in de-
veloped countries.
The Government will have to
pay premiums for the poor. Pre-
existing illnesses will also be cov-
ered. Some of these will be funded
from taxes. Singaporeans will
have to pay more from their Me-
disave for the new, higher premi-
ums for MediShield Life.
Although there are some nu-
anced differences, the basic 3M fi-
nancing model remains.
Medisave stays an individually
funded medical savings account
with options to pool from other
family members’ accounts, which
will continue to emphasise person-
al and family responsibility for
health.
And as Medisave balances re-
main healthy, the higher premi-
ums for MediShield Life need not
be funded by national taxes. This
reduces the need to undertake the
thorny, politically difficult issue
of tax hikes to fund health insur-
ance. Those without other means
can still turn to Medifund.
With the 3M model, instead of
the State being the single payer,
each generation is expected to
save and pay for their health ex-
penses rather than cross-subsidis-
ing or passing over costs to the
next generation.
But as the elderly population
grows, the challenge is for the
Government to keep the economy
competitive so it has resources to
finance more health care without
having to tax shrinking younger
age groups to unbearable levels.
Another significant gesture is
the move by the Government to
pay MediShield Life premiums for
the “pioneer generation” of Singa-
poreans who have much lower
earnings and savings, and little or
no Medisave. Many opted out of
MediShield when they could not
afford the premiums.
This generation is now assured
of medical care for life. This poli-
cy is commendable and consistent
with Singapore’s traditional val-
ues of filial piety and respect for
our elders who contributed to to-
day’s wealth and prosperity.
Medisave will be extended to
cover more chronic conditions for
outpatient care, including cost-ef-
fective screening and immunisa-
tions. This will encourage the pop-
ulation to maintain their health to
prevent expensive specialist hospi-
tal treatment. Hopefully, this will
extend later to other forms of com-
munity-based long-term care as
alternatives to institutional care.
So it is expected that Medisave
savings will be raised to finance
the expansion of such uses and
the higher premiums for a more
generous social health insurance
plan. But the Government has indi-
cated that it will also increase its
share from 30 per cent to 40 per
cent of total health expenditure.
This therefore signals a shared
responsibility in the new social
compact between the Govern-
ment and Singaporeans. A new
balance is to be forged between
the individual (and family), com-
munity and the State. While these
new policies may appear to be
populist to cater for the increas-
ing numbers of the ageing elector-
ate, caution must be exercised to
ensure that they will not lead to
greater moral hazard and exces-
sive consumption of health care in
the future.
It will be interesting to study
the full implications on the pri-
vate health-care sector and the
role of the market. Will the new
policies lead to more spending for
supplementary private Integrated
Shield Plans? Will the increased
public financing be matched with
more control on high-cost tech-
nologies and excessive fees on the
supply side? Or will it lead to
greater equity at the expense of
efficient utilisation of cost-effec-
tive health care by both providers
and patients? The test of the new
policies will depend on their imple-
mentation in the days and years
to come.
Dr Phua, a health economist, teaches
health and social policy at the Lee Kuan
Yew School of Public Policy, National
University of Singapore.
Sustainability is key MediShield: Pioneers deserve even more
By PHANG SOCK YONG
and DAVID LEE
T
HE Prime Minister’s
speech provides a
broad brush assurance
that the Government is
working hard to im-
prove the status quo in the hous-
ing sector.
On home ownership and
upgrading, PM Lee Hsien Loong
has reaffirmed the Government’s
objective to make home owner-
ship more affordable for all
first-time buyers, especially
low-income earners, through in-
creasing the amounts of targeted
housing grant subsidies.
He spelt out the desired out-
comes of housing affordability pol-
icy through his detailed matching
of Housing Board flat type with
household incomes. Also, the PM
has continued to emphasise the
dual role of housing as a
social/c sumption good as well
s an investment asset.
Overall, we expect build-to-or-
der HDB list prices to remain sta-
ble.
However, the actual prices
paid by each household will devi-
ate from the list price based on
their household income.
Providing additional housing
grants is an acknowledgement
that housing prices have run
ahead of wage growth,
particularly for the lower income
group.
Furthermore, the Government
is introducing a new upgrading
grant to help lower-income Singa-
poreans fulfil their upgrading
plans.
On housing supply, the PM has
also provided greater transparen-
cy with regard to future land sup-
ply via relocation of the Paya Leb-
ar airbase and ports.
The plan to free up land in
Paya Lebar and Tanjong Pagar
will alleviate land scarcity con-
cerns. He also mentioned the re-
moval of building height restric-
tions (which means a potential
revision in plot ratios) in the Paya
Lebar area.
On balance, demand expecta-
tions are much stronger than
supply expectations, especially
leading up to 2016. This is a very
bullish signal for investors, espe-
cially in the Paya Lebar and port
areas, with the potential of in-
creased plot ratios and lower
noise levels.
These two plots potentially
translate into two to three new
town/downtown areas for Singa-
pore.
Previously, announcements
were made for three new town are-
as, namely Bidadari, Tampines
North and Tengah. Thus, there is
no lack of land supply for public
and private housing in the core
central region, rest of central re-
gion and outside central region
planning areas in the foreseeable
future.
The writers are professors with the
Singapore Management University.
Medisave will be extended to cover more chronic conditions for outpatient care, including cost-effective screening and
immunisations. PHOTO: LESLIE TAY
Build-To-Order flats at Fernvale Link. Providing additional housing grants is an
acknowledgement that housing prices have run ahead of wage growth,
particularly for the lower income group. ST PHOTO: SEAH KWANG PENG
Putting heart
into policies
While these new policies may appear to be
populist to cater for the increasing numbers of
the ageing electorate, caution must be
exercised to ensure that they will not lead to
greater moral hazard and excessive
consumption of health care in the future.
PAP sticks to mission
of fair and just society
Experts weigh in on what’s significant about Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong’s Rally speech on Sunday night
Improving the
housing status quo
THIS is my first time
watching PM Lee Hsien
Loong speaking “live” at the
Rally. Beyond the watershed
policies that he proposed, I
could feel his sincerity and
compassion as Mr Lee spoke
from his heart. The relaxed
and humorous tone of the
delivery was refreshing and
made him more
down-to-earth.
Having done social work
since my university days, I
agree we should not forget
the silent portion of the
population versus those
who might be overly vocal
on online platforms –
perhaps the ones who really
need help might not be the
ones voicing their needs,
and the ones voicing their
needs might not be the ones
deserving more help.
The proposed enlarged
youth community
engagement with social
work is an important right
step – it is not happiness
that makes us grateful; it is
gratefulness that makes us
happy. In Jim Collin’s Good
To Great, he talked about
“Level 5” leaders, a special
kind of leaders who take an
organisation from good to
great: They are highly
ambitious but the focus of
their ambition is not
themselves but the greater
good.
I am hopeful that the
leadership of the country,
particularly the bureaucrats,
will be able to implement
the new proposed policies
with their hearts and not
just with their heads. As
Mrs Margaret Thatcher
extolled: “There is no such
thing as society. There are
individual men and women
and there are families.”
TAN CHIN HWEE
The writer is president of CFA
Society Singapore, a society of
chartered financial analysts.
NATIONAL DAY RALLY: SHORT TAKES
Health-care
shifts reflect
new balance
in cost share
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